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    For everyone who has ever had to begin again—
May you find the courage to trust your own voice, the freedom to build a life you love, and someone who is glad to meet you there.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I knew I was finding my way back to myself when I opened the door because I wanted you there."
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​Chapter 1

​Running from the Storm
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The rain started falling just as Elena Cross crossed the state line into Oregon, smearing the windshield with a slow, steady rhythm that matched her heartbeat—numb but steady. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel of her aging Corolla, ignoring the low hum of the engine struggling against the incline of the coastal highway. Behind her was New York City, a penthouse apartment she never called home, and a man who once swore he loved her—until his hands told a different story.

She hadn’t looked back.

A sign flashed by: Welcome to Driftwood Bay – Population 4,386. It was smaller than she imagined. That’s exactly why she chose it.

Two weeks ago, she’d found the cottage listing online: “Charming one-bedroom on a cliff above the sea. Quiet. Long-term preferred.” No photos. Just a contact number. But something about the words had felt like a promise. She signed the lease sight unseen and packed what little she could safely take.

The coastal air was heavier than she expected—salt, damp moss, the faint scent of smoke. The Pacific stretched to her left, dark and vast, waves crashing in rhythmic fury as if the ocean, too, was trying to forget something.

Elena pulled into the gravel driveway of the cottage. It stood there, weather-worn but proud, its cedar shingles gray with age, a red door peeling at the corners. Ivy clung to one side like it didn’t want to let go. She didn’t either, not yet.

She opened the car door, stepping into the wet chill. The cottage key, sent through the rental office in a plain white envelope, sat heavy in her palm as she approached the front door.

The inside smelled of old books and lemon polish. There was a fireplace with chopped wood already stacked beside it, a faded blue armchair facing the sea, and a narrow bed tucked beneath a dormer window. A life someone else had lived here lingered in the corners, but it didn’t feel unwelcome.

She dropped her suitcase at the door and sat on the arm of the chair, staring out at the sea. The storm outside was gathering strength, but in here, for the first time in a long time, she felt still.

No noise. No demands. No shouting. Just the thunder rolling in from a distance like a slow warning.

Elena closed her eyes and whispered aloud, “This is the start.”

* * *
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She woke an hour later with her neck stiff and the room dark. For a moment she couldn't remember which room it was. Her hand went to her throat before she could stop it.

No footsteps crossed the ceiling. No elevator opened onto the hall. She was in Oregon, and the door was locked because she had locked it.

Elena set her suitcase on the bed. There were four shirts, two pairs of jeans, a wool coat that had belonged to her grandmother, and a brown envelope containing the papers she had spent three days gathering. She put the envelope beneath the mattress, then pulled it out again. Hiding things where Drake would never look had become a habit. He wasn't here. She placed it in a kitchen drawer instead.

Her phone had enough charge for one call.

Aunt Ruth answered on the second ring. “Tell me you've stopped driving.”

“I've stopped driving.”

“Tell me you ate.”

Elena looked at the unopened crackers on the counter. “That's an intrusive line of questioning.”

“Elena.”

“I'll eat.”

Ruth breathed out. She had been her grandmother's youngest sister, though nobody had ever persuaded her to behave like the youngest anything. In the five days Elena had spent crossing the country, Ruth had called each evening and asked for the name of the town where she stopped. She had never once said I told you so.

“What's it like?” Ruth asked.

Elena looked around the cottage. One shelf sagged. A cup had a hairline crack. The table was too large for the kitchen and had been pushed against the wall.

“Mine,” she said, and had to press her lips together.

“All right, then.” Ruth waited while Elena found a tissue. “Do you have what you need for tonight?”

“I think so.”

“Tomorrow can be tomorrow.”

After they hung up, Elena opened her bank application. The number on the screen represented nine months of secretly putting away freelance money and the sale of a necklace she hadn't liked wearing. Subtract rent, deposit, gas, groceries. Perhaps four months if nothing went wrong. Three if the car finally surrendered.

She wrote the figures on the back of a receipt. In New York, Drake had called this sort of calculation small-minded. He liked to say that money wasn't a problem, by which he meant he wanted to decide when it became one.

Here she could be small-minded all she liked.

She found a tin of soup in the cupboard, left with a note that said Welcome, help yourself. Mae. The same name was on the lease, beside a telephone number in neat block capitals. Elena had spoken to her twice. Mae Whitcomb lived inland with her daughter now; she had sounded tired and practical, and had asked for references instead of a life story.

Elena heated the soup. She ate it standing at the counter until she remembered there was a table and she could sit wherever she pleased.

The room beyond the kitchen had been described as a sunroom. Tonight it was four dark windows and a faint smell of damp. Tomorrow, perhaps, it would be somewhere to put her sketchbooks. If she opened them.

She carried the empty bowl to the sink and took off her shoes. Water had soaked through one heel during the trip from the car. There would be ordinary things to do: find a grocery store, buy a mat, ask about the heating. The list was almost a relief.

Before bed she went back to the red door and checked the lock once. Then she made herself walk away.

Her grandmother had taught her that a painting wasn't ruined because the first layer was ugly. You waited until it dried. You looked again in daylight.

Elena left the curtains open a few inches. Somewhere beyond the glass was an ocean she had never painted, and a morning nobody had planned for her.
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​Chapter 2

​The Cottage by the Sea
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By morning, the storm had passed, leaving behind a hushed calm that blanketed Driftwood Bay like a fresh coat of fog. Elena awoke to the sound of gulls screeching overhead and waves gnawing gently at the rocks below. The air was cold enough to see her breath as she stepped barefoot onto the wooden floorboards.

The kettle hissed on the stovetop while she wrapped herself in a thick gray cardigan she found hanging on the back of the bedroom door. It smelled faintly of cedar and old perfume—vanilla and something floral. Probably the last tenant’s. She didn’t mind. The scent reminded her of the grandmother who raised her. A time before all the damage.

She sipped her tea by the window, watching as a pair of fishermen pulled in nets down by the docks. Everything about this place was slower, quieter. She needed that. After years of noise—both literal and emotional—this silence felt like a balm.

Later, she wandered through town. Driftwood Bay wasn’t much—just a strip of mom-and-pop shops, a post office, one diner, and a hardware store with a leaning sign that read Turner & Sons, Est. 1949. Everyone she passed nodded politely but didn’t pry. No one asked her name. That alone felt like grace.

At the edge of the harbor, she found the art gallery the rental agent mentioned. Coastal Reflections. A bell chimed as she stepped inside, greeted by the scent of oil paint and sea air.

“You new around here?” asked a cheerful woman with short gray hair and a teal scarf knotted around her neck. Her name tag read: Marlene.

Elena nodded, suddenly unsure if she was ready to be known.

“Rented the bluff cottage, didn’t you?” Marlene smiled. “I know that house. Storm-proof and heartbreak-tested.”

“Something like that,” Elena said quietly.

“Well, if you’ve got art in your soul, you’re in the right place,” Marlene said, gesturing around the gallery. “We do showings once a season. Local pieces only. Originals. No mass prints.”

Elena studied a piece on the far wall—an abstract in moody blues and rust tones. It made her chest tighten in that familiar way art always did when it touched something unspoken. She used to paint. Before everything.

Back on the street, she took the long way home along the cliffs. The wind tugged at her curls, and the sea stretched out in every direction—relentless, alive, indifferent. Just like life.

Then she saw him.

Down below, near the old marina, a man in a navy flannel was bent over the engine of a weathered fishing boat. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows, arms corded with muscle, movements efficient and silent. She couldn’t see his face, but something about the way he moved—deliberate, like he was trying to fix more than just an engine—held her attention.

He didn’t look up.

She turned away before he could.

* * *
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At the grocery store she stood for ten minutes in front of the cereal, unable to decide between two brands she didn't particularly want.

A woman with a toddler on her hip reached around her for oatmeal. “Sorry. He's eating the list.”

The child looked up with a wet corner of paper between his teeth. Elena laughed, startling herself.

“Must be good fiber,” she said.

“I'll mention that at his next appointment.” The woman shifted the child. “I'm Beth. That's Oliver. He has no judgment.”

“Elena.”

“Welcome to whatever this aisle is doing to you.”

Beth left her to it. No questions, no inventory of her circumstances. Elena chose the cheaper cereal and added oatmeal as well, as if she had made a friend of the shelf.

At the till she recognized Marlene's scarf. The gallery owner was buying oranges, batteries, and a packet of birthday candles.

“Found the essentials?” Marlene asked.

“Apparently cereal is a bigger decision than I anticipated.”

“Wait until you need a mechanic. Everyone will recommend their nephew.”

“Do you have a nephew?”

“Several. Don't let any of them near your car.”

Outside, they stood under the awning while a light rain drifted sideways across the street. Marlene offered her a ride. Elena said she wanted the walk, and Marlene accepted the answer without producing three arguments against it.

“I'm looking for work,” Elena said before she could lose her nerve. “Do you know anyone who needs help? I've done gallery administration. Catalog copy, hanging, inventory.”

Marlene's attention sharpened. “Professionally?”

“For several years.”

“Come by Thursday. I need someone to photograph the fall inventory and put it in a spreadsheet. Paid hours. Nothing glamorous.”

“Glamorous hasn't worked especially well for me.”

Marlene smiled, but she didn't ask what that meant. “Ten o'clock. Bring your sensible shoes. The ladder is older than either of us.”

Elena walked home carrying two bags and an unreasonable sense of accomplishment. She had secured perhaps one day's work, not a future. Still, work meant money she had earned in this place. It meant knowing where to be on Thursday.

At the cottage, she called Mae about the cold bedroom. Mae described the wall thermostat and admitted the little house had more character than insulation.

“Tell me if something doesn't work,” Mae said. “I'm not there to notice anymore.”

“Did you live here a long time?”

“Thirty-two years.”

Elena looked at the cardigan on the chair. “There's a sweater here. Gray, with wooden buttons.”

“My late husband's sister knitted it. You can use it if you like. Or I can have someone collect it.”

“I'd like to use it.”

“Then please do.”

After the call, Elena folded the cardigan properly instead of dropping it on the chair. She could imagine Mae by the same window, watching different weather. The thought made the cottage feel less like a hiding place and more like a house that had room for another person.

She unpacked her art supplies that afternoon. The brushes were stiff from neglect. Two tubes of paint had dried shut, and she nearly cried over a palette knife that had bent during the drive. She laid everything out anyway.

One sketchbook held drawings from before New York: Ruth asleep on a train, a bowl of pears, her own hands. There was no particular evidence of brilliance. There was unmistakable evidence of pleasure.

She turned to an empty page. The line she drew looked hesitant, so she drew another beside it. By the time the light faded, she had filled half a sheet with a red door and the stubborn climbing ivy beside it.

Down by the marina an engine started, coughed, and settled into a steady rumble. Elena sharpened her pencil and kept working.
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​Chapter 3

​The Broken Faucet
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Elena didn’t intend to see him again so soon.

It happened two days later when her faucet burst in a shrieking spray of rusty water. She scrambled to shut it off, soaked to the knees and swearing under her breath. The rental agent hadn’t mentioned the pipes were ancient. Or temperamental. Or possessed.

With no plumber listed in the tiny phone book left on the kitchen counter, she called the only number that came up under “repairs”: Turner & Sons – Marina, Mechanical, General Fixes. The woman who answered had a smoker’s voice and didn’t bother with small talk.

“Jack’ll be there in fifteen.”

Click.

Fifteen minutes later, he was standing in her kitchen.

The same man from the boat. Taller up close. Rough around the edges—beard a few days past tidy, hair windblown, eyes the color of storm glass. He looked like someone who belonged to the sea. And resented being dragged away from it.

“You called about a leak?” he asked, voice low and gravel-thick.

“Yes,” Elena said, brushing damp curls from her face. “Well, more like a geyser.”

He nodded, walked past her, and crouched under the sink. Didn’t ask her name. Didn’t smile. Didn’t speak again until he was finished.

“You’ve got old copper lines. Probably corroded. I patched it for now, but it’ll keep happening unless the whole system’s replaced.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And how much would that cost?”

He stood, wiped his hands on a rag. “Too much.”

There was no malice in his tone—just blunt truth. She appreciated that more than she expected.

“I’m Elena, by the way,” she offered, trying to thaw the ice between them.

“Jack.”

Silence settled between them again. She studied him in the quiet—broad shoulders, a scar along his jaw that looked recent, hands calloused and stained with oil. A man who worked with things that broke, not people.

“Well... thank you, Jack,” she said. “For saving me from water damage and mental collapse.”

He almost smiled. Almost.

Instead, he gave a nod, tipped his cap, and walked out without another word.

She watched from the window as he climbed into a dented black pickup and drove off down the gravel road.

The man barely spoke ten words.

So why was she still thinking about his voice?

* * *
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He came back ten minutes later.

Elena was still standing in the kitchen, holding a towel under the pipe as if her presence might persuade it to behave.

“Forgot something?” she asked.

“Shutoff's under the porch. You ought to know where.”

He stopped on the threshold this time. She noticed the pause and stepped aside.

Outside he crouched beside a square wooden panel. He lifted it and pointed out a valve marked with old blue tape. Elena knelt beside him, careful of the wet gravel.

“Turn clockwise. Firm, but don't force it. If you smell gas, this doesn't help. Leave and call somebody.”

“Is that the technical term? Somebody?”

“Preferably somebody who answers.”

She grinned. He looked briefly startled by it.

He let her turn the valve off and on herself. The motion required more strength than she expected; his hand shifted toward hers, then stopped when she found the leverage.

“There,” she said.

“There.”

Standing, she brushed grit from her jeans. “What do I owe you?”

“Mae's account.”

“I can pay for the callout.”

“She's the owner.”

Something about her expression made him stop. He seemed to reconsider the conversation, starting again more carefully.

“I'll send her the invoice. If there's something she doesn't cover, she'll tell you. That's how we do it.”

“All right.”

He fetched a small card from the truck and wrote a number on the back. The printed side said TURNER MARINE AND REPAIR, though the woman on the phone had called the place Turner & Sons.

“My father liked a grand title,” he said when she glanced at it. “There were two sons and a toolbox when he ordered those cards.”

“And now?”

“One son. More tools.”

He said it without invitation. She let it stand.

“Your car sounds like the belt's slipping,” he added.

“You heard that?”

“It's hard not to.”

“Is that your way of offering another service?”

“Your way of declining it is clear.”

“I didn't decline.” She looked at the Corolla. “I just need a price before anything happens to it.”

For the first time he met her eyes directly. They were gray with a little green close to the pupil, not quite the color she had decided on from the cliff.

“I can look. Looking's free. Parts aren't.”

“That's a business model I understand.”

He lifted the hood while she stood beside the fender. For several minutes he explained what he could see and what he couldn't know without a closer inspection. He didn't call her sweetheart. He didn't laugh when she asked whether the belt had anything to do with the squealing she'd heard outside Idaho.

“Probably,” he said. “Idaho's a long way to ignore a squeal.”

“I was busy.”

He closed the hood gently. “I can believe that.”

The words carried no accusation. Elena found herself looking down at her shoes.

He gave her an estimate on the back of the card. It was less than she'd feared and more than she'd hoped. She said she'd call after Thursday, when she knew about her hours at the gallery.

“Take your time. Just don't take it across the mountains.”

“Wasn't planning to.”

After he left, she put his card beside Mae's number. Two people she could contact when something went wrong. The beginning of a small and very ordinary directory.

Then she looked at the estimate again. Below the figures he had written Belt only if needed. No work without approval.

She left the card where she could see it, and finished drying the floor.
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